Advent Week Three—on Mary—Wednesday

BIRTH

Reading: Matthew 1:18

Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit.

Reflection: Birth

Joseph had difficulty believing Mary’s account of her pregnancy, understandably. But he had a dream in which an angel appeared, backed up her story, and directed him to take her as his wife and name the child Jesus. When he awoke he did as the angel commanded (1:24). 

Joseph has not been alone in his difficulty. But what is hardest to believe, I think, is not the miracle of virgin birth but the idea that God could and would be incarnate among us. This remains a major stumbling block to Jew and Muslim, who otherwise agree in believing with Christians in the almighty God of Abraham (Muslims believe in the virgin birth of Jesus, by the way, and revere Mary). How could this mighty infinite and eternal being beyond being become a mere mortal creature?

But then how could this universe have been created in the first place? What miracle birthed the universe? Why is there something rather than nothing? Perhaps it is just an accident, and we are random bubbles of consciousness, and our love and longing for understanding and beauty are anomalies in an uncaring and purposeless chaos of cause and effect. Our faith is God is just a dream.

Then you hold a newborn baby in your hands. And you think, maybe there is a point, a drive, an emerging pattern. The stars, the earth, the whole. It has an end for which it was designed, toward which it is being guided, even through the mechanism of random mutation and natural selection. God is acting within the creation is all sorts of ways, beyond our understanding. God is acting in the universe through humanity. Not only by setting truth out for us to seek, but revealing truth in our hearts and to our prophets, sages and poets. By giving birth to ideals, hope, love, faith; dreams. Even through the misguided seeking and selfishness of humans. And as we stumble and fall, God helps us up. Even to the point of sending the Son, of becoming human, of being born. 

Why? Because God loves us and has a plan for us—that’s the greatest miracle of all. And so God acts. God sent the Holy Spirit to stir things up, and the Son to save us. The two hands of the Father, as St Irenaus liked to say. I suspect that God is still cooking something up. Certainly we’re still messing up. The prophets say God is about to come again. Remember what St Paul said, the whole universe is groaning in labor, giving birth to the new creation, free and glorious children of God (Romans 8:21-22).  I forget which prophet said, “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

Prayer: Francis of Assisi (1181-1226)

O most high, almighty, good Lord God: to you belong praise, glory, honor and all blessing. Praise to my Lord God, with all his creatures: and specially our brother the sun, who brings us the day and who brings us the light. Fair is he and shining with a very great splendor: O Lord it is you that he signifies to us. Praise to my Lord for our sister the moon: and for the stars which he has set clear and lovely in heaven. Praise to my Lord for our brother the wind: and for air and cloud, calms and all weather, by which you uphold in life all creatures. Praise to my Lord for our sister water: who is very serviceable to us, and humble, and precious, and clean.  Praise to my Lord for our brother fire, through whom you give us light in the darkness: he is bright and pleasant and very mighty and strong. Praise to my Lord for our mother the earth, which sustains and keeps us; and brings forth divers fruits, and flowers of many colors, and grass. Praise to my Lord for all those who pardon one another for his love’s sake: and who endure weakness and tribulation. Blessed are those who peaceably shall endure; for you, most highest, shall give them a crown. Praise to my Lord for our sister death of the body: blessed are those who are found walking by your most holy will. Praise and bless the Lord and give thanks to him and serve him with great humility. Alleluia, alleluia! 
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